ABSTRACT
Krashen's Comprehension Hypothesis to learning to read in a foreign or second language (FL/SL), the instructor should consider both the quantity and the quality of the input source. To increase quantity, the instructor may require students to read more outside of the classroom; to control for quality, the instructor may provide students with reading material appropriate for their reading ability. However, most previous reading research has focused on increasing the amount of reading material but has ignored its quality, that is, the appropriateness of the reading material to the student's target language proficiency. This study involved an extended reading activity, which should be regarded as a bridge between intensive reading in the classroom, By which places great emphasis on detailed interpretation of text, and extensive reading outside of the classroom, which floods students with a large amount of reading material.
This bridge is necessary because confusion and controversy still surround which materials are and are not suitable for FL/SL students to read. This study provides practical advice for choosing which reading materials to introduce in an extended reading activity.
The previous research is inconsistent in its recommendations for text difficulty for FL/SL reading material. Some researchers suggest that the learner be steered toward books that are written at a low reading level (Bamford & Day, 1998; Day & Bamford, 2002) . In fact, some researchers suggest that learners read books at their current reading level, claiming that they need to be familiar with at least 95% or even more of the words in a text if they want to comprehend and learn from it (Laufer, 1992; Nation, 1997 ).
"Linguistically difficult texts are unlikely to be suitable for developing most reading skills" (Nuttall, 1996, p. 177 ). In contrast, some research claims that overly simplified texts cannot improve the learner's reading competence, recommending that learners read materials that are considerably more difficult than what they can easily read (Krashen, 1985; Tweissi, 1998) . Although these studies provide evidence that language learners improve their reading skills based on variations in text difficulty, little is known about the effects of text difficulty on language learners. Moreover, the previous research has not clarified the contribution of the learner's language proficiency level to the improvement of reading skills. At present, there is no empirical research providing a concrete link between the learner's language proficiency and the difficulty of the reading material. This study was conducted to fill that gap.
Literature Review

Extended Reading
Effective reading instruction requires that the learner With ample evidence from successful ER programs in FL/SL contexts, Day and Bamford (2002) proposed ten principles for administering such programs (pp. 137-140). Looking generally at these principles, the essential elements included in ER are the student, the teacher and the reading material. Whether or not the student has a successful reading experience outside of the classroom is largely dependent on the reading materials, of which text difficulty is the major factor considered in this study. Materials with a heavy burden of vocabulary and grammar may hinder the students from reading fluently (Laufer, 1992; Hirsh & Nation, 1992 ; Nation, 1997), whereas they may have difficulty making gains in comprehension ability with over-simplified reading materials (Krashen, 1985; Tweissi, 1998) . On the other hand, a number of studies have shown that reading a large quantity of graded material at the appropriate level of language proficiency helps FL/SL students to improve their reading speed, and reinforces basic vocabulary and grammatical structure (Bamford, 1984; Kitao & Shimatani, 1988; Hill, 2001; Rodrigo, 1995) . Day and Bamford (2002) claimed that it is necessary to choose materials close to the student's level of linguistic competence. The results, however, are not consistent. With the conflicting results concluded from these studies, instructors may be indecisive when confronted with the need to select reading material for their students.
However, earlier empirical research did not demonstrate a clear text difficulty index for students with different English proficiencies, indicating which level of graded readers students of high, medium and low English proficiency should read. If the difficulty of the reading materials matches the learners' target language proficiency, it is assumed that they will understand the content and acquire vocabulary from the materials successfully. This study was undertaken to determine the nature of this connection.
Taxonomy of Text Difficulty
Krashen's Input Hypothesis claims that an essential condition for language acquisition to occur is that (Krashen, 1981, p. 100).
According to this assumption, Krashen (1985) participants.
Extensive Reading Activity
Due to the benefits of ER programs demonstrated in earlier studies, this study administered an ER program with some modifications; this activity is called an Extended Reading Activity (ERA). To briefly outline the activity, a class of students together selected books they were interested in, then read them outside of class. The participants all read the same book to enable a class discussion. To ensure that each student actually read the books, the teacher required them to read small sections after school every day and led a discussion in class related to the content they had read.
This activity lasted for three months. The participants read one book per month. 
Instruments
Follow-up reading tests
Materials used in the Extended Reading Activity
To fit individual language proficiency, ER by definition involves the use of graded readers (Bamford, 1984) , so the 
Text difficulty (TD) questionnaire
The questionnaire consisted of three multiple-choice items 
Data Collection Procedure and Analysis
The researcher first collected the scores of the participants' high school entrance English exams and administered quizzes in class to assess their English ability. Second, the researcher asked the participants to read the three selected graded readers after class. Once they had finished one graded reader, they were asked to complete a follow-up reading test in class. Afterwards, they read another graded reader, and then the third. After reading the three books and completing the three follow-up tests, they filled out a TD questionnaire. Table 1 ). In addition, the participants'
responses to the open-ended questions in the questionnaire were analyzed qualitatively and used as supplementary data to augment and interpret the results of the statistical analysis.
Results
Appropriate Graded Readers for HEP, MEP and LEP Participants
The data in Table 1 or L3 difficult to understand.
The Effects of the Three Difficulty Levels of Graded
Readers on the LEP, MEP and HEP Participants
The paired t-test results of the three EP groups' comprehension and vocabulary tests are shown in Table 2 .
On the comprehension tests for the three graded readers, there are significant differences between the HEP and LEP participants. For the L2 graded reader, the HEP participants Regarding the L3 reader, the HEP group achieved significantly higher comprehension test scores than both the MEP and LEP groups. In contrast, the difference between the mean scores of the MEP and LEP groups was not significant. However, the data in Table 1 competence. This is attributable to the fact that it takes time to master the task of vocabulary learning as automatic word recognition; therefore, it was difficult for the participants to recognize vocabulary automatically after reading just one graded reader in a short period of time.
Both the HEP and MEP groups achieved significantly higher scores on vocabulary tests of the L3 graded reader than the LEP group did. there was no significant difference between the HEP and MEP groups' scores on the vocabulary tests. This is because, on the L3 vocabulary test, the MEP group's score increased, while that of the HEP group decreased. The three MEP participants who offered explanations for this on the questionnaire expressed that they had seen the film, Forrest Gump, several times on TV and knew the plot quite well before they read this reader.
Due to their familiarity with the storyline, they probably paid more attention to the words during the process of reading than to the content. This finding shows that readers' attention is divided between trying to understand the content and trying to cope with new vocabulary, and thus by reducing the load of one it helps the other. The result suggests that for lower level readers, the instructor provide them stories that they are already familiar with.
As shown in Table 2 , there were some additional interesting . differences between the MEP and LEP groups. The MEP group scored higher than the LEP group on the comprehension subtests of the L2, L3 and even the L4
reader, but the differences between the groups' means were not statistically significant. That is, compared with the MEP participants, the LEP participants showed no statistically significant differences in content comprehension. This finding suggests that the LEP group made much more progress in their comprehension ability than the MEP group did. As for general vocabulary knowledge, the LEP participants' scores were significantly lower than those of the MEP participants across the L2, L3, and L4 readers. The LEP participants did not make statistically significant progress in general vocabulary knowledge with increasing difficulty of the text.
The data in Table 2 reveal that for the comprehension and vocabulary subtests of L2 reader, the HEP group did not achieve significantly higher score than the MEP group. The result suggests that HEP readers do not benefit from the material far below their English language competency. That is, the HEP group's vocabulary score was significantly higher than their comprehension score on the L2 tests, indicating that they understood the vocabulary better than they understood the content of the L2 reader. A possible reason for this result is that the HEP participants already had excellent vocabulary knowledge at the level of the L2 readers, and thus did not improve their vocabulary by reading at this level.
Each proficiency group's differences between the comprehension and the vocabulary test
Relationships between English Proficiency and Text Difficulty
Pearson correlation tests were conducted to examine correlations between the percent-correct scores on the comprehension and vocabulary subtests for the L2, L3, and L4 readers. The statistical results are summarized in Tables 3, 4 and 5.
For the LEP participants (Table 3) , the percent-correct scores on the comprehension and vocabulary tests were significantly correlated with each other for the L2 (r = .59, p < .05) and L3 readers (r = .46, p < .05). Regarding the L2 reader, the LEP participants achieved significantly higher scores on the comprehension test than on the vocabulary test. For the L4 reader, there was no significant correlation or difference between the percent-correct scores on the comprehension and vocabulary tests.
As shown in Table 4 Table 4 . Correlations and differences between MEP participants' comprehension and vocabulary test scores of L2, L3, and L4 graded readers Using a completely different approach, another HEP participant mentioned that when she first confronted a new word, she attempted to link it with some other words she had learned and then speculated on how it might fit with the conceptual framework she had hypothesized earlier.
In this study, the HEP participants did not need to make To encourage gradual but steady incremental growth of comprehension ability and vocabulary, students with proficient EP should be led to read texts beyond their
English linguistic competence so they can master special skills for reading challenging academic texts.
Conclusion
The present research addressed, first, which level of graded reader is appropriate for a given level of English proficiency; second, whether there are significant The current study investigated the effects of text difficulty on language learners. However, two limitations need to be noted: first, the number of graded readers used in this study was insufficient; only using one at each level may weaken the objectivity of the study. Second, on the average the participants were requested to read from one to four chapters per week, and thus the duration of reading one graded reader was one month. There could also be other factors influencing the credibility of the tests. For example, some students might have read the story more than once, and some students might have looked up the meanings of some words in the dictionary. With these limitations in mind, future research should use more graded readers for each level and shorten the period of time allotted to read the story.
